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On Aug. 14, labor unions ended a tumultuous 10-day work stoppage that left four dead, 100 injured,
and 500 under arrest. The unions have been protesting drastic changes in the 1972 labor law that
were passed earlier this month by the legislature. The strike ended without President Ernesto Perez
Balladares making any major concessions in the new labor law and with the more militant unions
promising to take the matter to court. Workers struck once before over the labor reforms. When
Perez Balladares sent the package of 90 proposed changes to the legislature in early May, some
unions responded by staging a one-day "warning strike" on May 23. The president called the May
23 walkout "a total failure," and said that under no circumstances would he withdraw the labor bill
from the legislature.
Despite the limited scope of the strike, it was led by two of the country's most powerful unions,
the construction workers Sindicato Unico de Trabajadores de la Construccion (SUNTRACS) and
the banana workers Sindicato de Trabajadores de la Chiriqui Land Company (SITRACHILCO).
Apparently satisfied that the strike had served its purpose as a warning, leaders of the two unions
promised a general strike of indefinite duration if the president refused to withdraw the proposed
changes (see NotiSur, 06/01/95).
Along with unions, some business leaders said they were also dissatisfied with the bill. Some
criticized it because of the unstable business environment that a prolonged strike might produce.
Others complained that the section of the bill requiring employers to maintain a large fund to
compensate laid-off workers would reduce business profits and discourage foreign investment.
Besides SUNTRACS and SITRACHILCO, other unions including several that had originally
participated in preparing the reform proposal repudiated the version that the president sent to the
lawmakers. Despite widespread dissatisfaction with the reforms, the legislature approved the bill
by a 37-32 vote on Aug. 12. The majority was provided almost entirely by the president's governing
Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) against a solid rejection by opposition parties.
The administration published the new law on Aug. 14, making it the law of the land. "The
reforms, approved by blood and gunfire, are for Perez a trophy that he will proudly show off to
the international financial institutions," said opposition deputy Arturo Vallarino. The changes
in the labor law are part of an economic restructuring program that Perez Balladares says will
attract foreign investment and prepare Panama for a leap into the global economy. Rather than
hurting labor, he maintains that the labor reforms will eventually create jobs and lower the nation's
unemployment rate of close to 14%. One of the most unpopular sections of the reform package
creates "labor mobility" by giving employers the power to move workers from one job to another.
"In modern companies," said business leader Juan Planells, "labor mobility is fundamental because
the workers must be sent where they are most productive."
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But SUNTRACS leader Genaro Lopez sees this provision as an act of war against organized labor.
The mobility clause "is the knife that will finish off the unions," he said. Other clauses will permit
employers to lower salaries under conditions of national or international "economic crisis," or in
cases where the employer suffers a financial crisis because of lowered production. Union leaders
say the "crisis" section of the law is arbitrary and does not clearly define the conditions that would
trigger salary cuts. Other changes would lower pensions and allow employers to hire temporary
workers for as long as two years without paying them benefits.
Strikers, led by the construction and banana workers unions, began the walkout on Aug. 4, hoping
to force the president to withdraw the bill while the debate was underway in the legislature. Once
the bill passed, strike leaders unsuccessfully demanded that the president veto it. Within a few days,
the strike expanded to oil refinery workers and to others in the food processing, milk, sugar, and
clothing industries. Violent clashes with anti-riot police resulted in casualties. Union leaders blamed
at least one of the four deaths that took place during street protests on excessive use of force by
police.
By Aug. 10, two union confederations, the Central General de Trabajadores (CGTP) and the
Confederacion de Trabajadores de la Republica (CTR), called their affiliated unions out on strike.
Before the strike ended, 49 unions were supporting the strike, though not necessarily walking off the
job in significant numbers. Nevertheless, some estimates placed the number of workers on strike
at any one time as high as 150,000. Though strikers failed to achieve their main goal of heading off
enactment of the labor reforms, the walkout forced the president to negotiate some changes with the
CGTP and CTR. Those two unions had originally supported the reforms but later broke ranks with
the president, charging him with making last-minute changes they had not agreed to.
On Aug. 10, the president went on national television to announce that he and legislative leaders
had agreed to make some concessions to the CGTP and CTR. The most important concession
restored the amount of indemnity workers would receive in case of "unjustified" firings. This
applies only to workers who were under contract before the new law went into effect. SUNTRACS
and SITRACHILCO leaders did not consider the concessions far-reaching enough, but some unions
viewed them as "favorable" and returned to work. By Aug. 18, SUNTRACS and SITRACHILCO
called off the strike. But as the strike ended, union leaders were quick to say that the unions were
not defeated by the president's refusal to give in to their demands, and outlined a longer-term
strategy.
"The strike was lifted," said CATI leader Gabriel Castillo, "to begin another stage of the resistance"
to the president's economic program. The strategy is to pursue their grievances through domestic
and international appeals. Castillo announced that his organization planned to air its case before the
Panamanian Supreme Court of Justice and the International Labor Organization (ILO). SUNTRACS
leader Lopez said that the unions also would bring criminal charges against police, who he said were
responsible for the four deaths. On the day the strike was called off, Perez Balladares announced
that he would begin a 21-day trip on Sept 1, travelling first to Peru and later to the US, Taiwan,
Japan, Hong Kong, and the Philippines to promote Panama as an attractive investment possibility.
[Sources: Deutsche Press Agentur, 08/04/95, 08/07/95; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala),
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05/25/95, 08/10/95; Agence France-Presse, 08/05/95, 08/06/95, 08/14/95; Reuter, 08/04/95, 08/10/95,
08/14/95; Inter Press Service, 08/04/95, 08/09/95, 08/10/95, 08/14/95; Notimex, 08/13/95, 08/18/95]
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